
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Artificial Womb Company

        

        
        
          Lee Wallace

        

        
          Published by Lee Wallace, 2022.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE ARTIFICIAL WOMB COMPANY

    

    
      First edition. October 9, 2022.

      Copyright © 2022 Lee Wallace.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8215720462

    

    
    
      Written by Lee Wallace.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Lee Wallace

	    

      
	    
          
        
          
	          The Naughty List

          
        
          
	          The Leprechauns Versus The Giants

          
        
          
	          Snow

          
        
          
	          Fantastic Tales

          
        
          
	          Death/Site

          
        
          
	          Death/Site: Seconds

          
        
          
	          The Artificial Womb Company

          
        
          
	          Let's Entertain the Kids

          
        
          
	          Death/Site: Seconds

          
        
          
	          The Kids Collection

          
        
          
	          Is This Racist? Is This the Only Cure?

          
        
      

      
    
    



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To Alan Watt, who got me. 

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


1. 


[image: ]




Miss. Miss, a male student in a red shirt and white pants yelled in a crowded classroom.  

Yes, Miss Trent, 30s, said, her long brown hair tied in a ponytail. 

Stefanie hit someone. 

Again. 

Mm hm. 

Stefanie. 

When she didn’t get an answer, she walked towards the small girl, saying, Ms. Stefanie, what have I told you about hitting people. 

Another student turned to Stefanie, a blonde girl with brown eyes. 

You’re in for it now. 

But Stefanie wasn’t worried. 

To her, she had a good reason to be violent. 

A boy kissed her, and she didn’t want to be kissed. 

When the told the teacher what happened, the teacher turned to another student, asking them if they saw it. 

The other student was silent. 

But why were they silent, the teacher wanted to know. Didn’t you see it, the teacher asked the other student, who, after some pushing, nodded. 

Then, the teacher said. Aren’t you going to stand up for yourself. 

The other student fell silent again. 

Did—he—kiss—her, the teacher wanted to know. 

The other student lowered their head. 

The teacher grabbed the other student and asked em again. 

The other student nodded. 

He did, eh. 

Mm hm, said the other student. 

Then I won’t punish you. Stefanie, you’re free to go. 

––––––––
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WHEN STEFANIE WAS WITH her grandmother, 60s, a wrinkled woman with tea coloured skin, she told her grandmother about the kiss. 

One of these days, you’re going to want a boy to kiss you, the grandmother told her. 

But Stefanie didn’t want to hear it. 

She shook her head—no. 

You don’t think that’s true. Your grandfather kisses me. 

Like the other student, Stefanie fell silent. 

It’s ok, the grandmother said. You were right to defend yourself. Have you told your mother. 

Stefanie shook her head. 

Not in a talking mood, her grandmother said. 

Stefanie lowered her head and chewed on her bottom lip. 

It’s okay. Hey, her grandmother said, you want to go for a bike ride. Hmmm. A bike ride. 

They were on a path, riding bikes. 

Stefanie pedalled faster. 

Stefanie, don’t go too fast, her grandmother told her. 

But Stefanie didn’t listen. 

She pedalled faster, getting away from her grandmother. 

Stephanie, her grandmother called her. Stefanie, don’t go too far. 

Then, she heard it—a crashing sound. 

Stefanie began to cry. 

Her grandmother pedalled faster, saw the crash site, and the failed girl. 

She got off her bike and knelt towards her granddaughter. 

Stefanie, Stefanie. 

But the little girl only felt like crying. 

Stefanie, come her. 

Her grandmother pulled the bike away from them and held the small child. 

Stefanie hugged her back, wrapping her legs and arms around the older woman. 

The grandmother cooed the small child and pressed her hand against the small child’s back, rubbing it in the pattern of an egg. 

They did this until Stefanie stopped crying. 

Soon, her grandmother was just holding her, Stefanie resting her head on the older woman’s right shoulder. 

It’s ok, it’s ok, her grandmother said. It’s okay, you know. 

Stefanie nodded. 

Hey, hey. 

Stefanie looked at her grandmother. 

You want to go home, hmmm, you want to go home. 

Stefanie nodded. 

Let’s go home. 

Stefanie got off of her grandmother, and the two females stood. 

They grabbed their bikes and walked em the way they came. 

Is she ok, Stefanie’s mother asked the older woman.  

She’s fine. She’s got a bump and a scrape, but that’s about it. 

Did you clean it. 

Of course I did. 

And she’s fine, Stefanie’s mother asked the older woman. 

Yes, she’s fine. 

Alright. Stef, Stef, you want to go home. 

Stefanie nodded and got off the couch. 

Come on, hun, let’s go home. 

She grabbed her mother hand, and they turned and walked out of the small apartment, the grandmother closing the door. 

Later that night, Stefanie’s mother wanted to know something. 

She was tucking her daughter in for the night. 

Hun. 

The middle-aged woman pawed a white blanket, smoothing out one of its many wrinkles. 

Yes, Stefanie replied, a small girl with blonde hair and dark chocolate brown eyes. 

She resembled her father, a man locked within the deep recesses of her mind, a man whose voice she’d forgotten because he died so long ago. 

I was wondering, her mother said. 

Stefanie, the patient girl, waited. 

The woman extended the silence. 

Stefanie spoke. 

Wondering what. Mom, what were you wondering.  

She wasn’t pissed, but curious, the silence peeking it. 

I was talking with a friend. 

Stefanie waited, again. Yes.  

Well, we were talking about who we would like to be. 

Wouldn’t you want to be yourself. 

Yes. I would. Because if I wasn’t me, I wouldn’t have you. 

Her finger danced off her daughter’s upturned nose.

Her mother smiled. 

She pawed the blanket, which was folded. 

Stefanie’s arms were bent and on top of the blanket. 

She pressed her thumbs together, bending them.

Momma. 

Her mother looked at her. 

Yes. 

It’s me. Isn’t it. 

You. 

Yes. If you could be anyone, anyone at all, you’d be me. Right. 

Her mother paused and breathed. 

Yes, she lied. I would. 

She hoped Stefanie wouldn’t hear the falsehood in her tone and in the dimness of her eyes. 

I knew it, Stefanie said, her thick lips pulled in a tooth-exposing smile. 

I was wondering, all through dinner. 

You wanted to say it then, what you were talking about. 

Yes. 

Oh...okay. 

But I wanted to know more. 

More. 

Yes. More. 

Like, Stefanie asked. 

Who would you want to be. 

Anyone. 

Yes. 

Anyone at all. 

Her mother hoped she’d tell the truth, and if she didn’t, her mother hoped she could catch her. 

Stefanie thought. Hmmm...

Her mother waited. Come on.  

Stefanie became silent and shy. 

Stef. Stef, are you okay. 

I’m fine. 

You went silent there. Are you sure you’re okay. 

I’m fine. I told you, I was fine. 

Do you need time. 

No. 

So, will you tell me. Come on. Please. Please tell me. I told you. 

Her mother was still hopeful. 

Stefanie was still silent. 

Fine, her mother said. Don’t tell me. 

Her mother stood, her black skirt moving over her fat knees. 

She was at the bedroom door when her daughter spoke. 

Mom. 

Her mother turned. 

Yes. Stefanie, yes. 

Grandma. 

Her mother’s hand was on the golden doorknob. 

I’d be grandma. 

Do you know why. 

Stefanie shrugged, not wanting to tell her mother the truth, that she’d pick her grandmother, who, she felt, she could talk to about anything. 

All her grandmother did was listen and keep it between them. 

Stef, her mother said. My mother’s a great choice. I’m proud you picked her. 

Stefanie thought, You’re lying. 

But she didn’t feel like pressing her mother. 

Goodnight, Sweetie. 

Goodnight, Mommy. 

Her mother opened the door. 

Mommy. Stefanie stopped her mother. 

Yes. 

You’re my second choice. Momma. Do you think it’ll happen. Do you think I’ll become my grandma.

Yes, honey, I do.  
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Stefanie stood in the crowded hall of her High School. 

Her school crush approached her, a tall boy with a skinny frame. 

She watched him, expectant. 

He spoke. 

Hey. 

Hey. 

I’m going to the movies Saturday. 

Oh. 

He told her what he was seeing. 

Wanna come. Free ticket. 

She didn’t have to think. 

Sure, she said. I’d love to. 

I’d love to, she thought. I’d love to. 

Great. I’ll pick you up at six. All right. 

All right. Sure. 

If you want to cancel, here’s my number. 

He took out a black binder, wrote his number on a blank page, and tore it, giving it to her. 

She took it and looked it over. 

I’ll see you then, he said. Six, all right, I’ll pick you up at six. 

All right. 

He looked at her, smiled, and walked away. 

––––––––
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LATER THAT NIGHT, WHEN she was in her messy room, Stef called her best friend, Sarah, a tiny red head dusted with freckles. 

Hey, Stef said. 

Hey, what’s up. 

I got asked out. 

You did. By whom. 

She told Sarah, who was surprised. 

Her small mouth hung open. 

Him, Sarah said. Really. 

I know. Right. 

How’d it happen. 

She told her. 

Lucky girl, Sarah said. 

I know. 

Many a girl would like to be in your shoes right now. 

Stef blushed.  

So...when is it. 

Stef told her. 

You want to cancel. 

I have to. Don’t I. 

I guess you do. 

I’ll see you Monday. 

See you Monday, when I’ll hear all the gory details. 

They won’t be that gory, Stef thought, but said, All right. See you then. 

Bye. 

Bye. 

Stef looked at her red phone. 

She was looking at the screen. 

The timer ticked. 

It was a short call. 

Which her friend ended. 

Stef slid her phone into a pocket on her bag hanging on the chair she was siting on, then went back to studying. 

She held the slip of paper with his number. 

She could read it. 

She took out her phone and texted him. 

She waited. 

He texted. 

He needed her address, calling himself stupid, but in a funny way. 

She told him, telling there was no need to call himself stupid. 

We all make mistakes, she thought. 

See you then, he texted. 

Yeah, she tapped out, then put her phone down, its face glowing against her night stand. 

––––––––
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IT’S SATURDAY. 

She patted her red dress, feeling a frayed edge. 

She pulled a thread. 

It was a long thread. 

It snapped. 

She felt her dress, feeling the flowers stitched into the thick fabric. 

She was looking at her reflection cut off at the ankles. 

She breathed, steadying herself. 

She could hear herself breathing. 

She could feel her heart pound. 

She grabbed her necklace, mainly to feel her heart, smoothing the fancy necklace against her skin, against her ample cleavage. 

Outside, she waited. 

When his white car pulled up, she uncrossed her thin legs, grabbed her purse, and ran, walking to the other side of the car. 

He watched her, his eyes on her bouncing chest. 

She saw him looking her over. 

She was smiling as she opened the door and stepped in. 

I know I’m early, he said. But I wanted to take you somewhere. Somewhere special. Is that okay. 

Sure. 

When we get there, you’ll know what I mean. 

––––––––
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STEF LOOKED OUT. 

Greenery stretched out, the horizon blending in with the sea. 

He looked at her. 

He touched her. 

She looked at him. 

He brought himself closer. 

She turned his head. 

He lowered his. 

Soon, their lips were touching, their mouths opening and closing, pressed against each other. 

His lips pulled hers. 

He touched her face, saying, You want to go back to the car. 

Sure. 

In the back seat of the white car, they made out. 

He undid the front of her dress and pulled a breast out, his palm covering the nipple. 

It was erect against his love line. 

He bent, lowering his head. 

––––––––
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YOU GOT TO BE JOKING, Sarah said, as they stood in the school bathroom, vaping, smoke curling from their naked lips. You guys, the two of you you were—

Stef nodded, holding in a white cloud of smoke. 

My god, Sarah said. Then she repeated herself. How was it: painful. 

Just for a bit, Stef said, smoke spewing out, lingering in the air. 

For a bit, eh. 

Mmm. 

My god. 

––––––––
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AND THIS IS MY GRANDMOTHER. 

Stef was introducing her boyfriend. 

Hey. 

Is that all you’re going to say to me, her grandmother said, her painted fingernails pressing against an empty brown soda can. 

Yeah. Why. 

Just wondering. 

He turned to Stef. 

I’ll be back. Okay. I’m going to get something to eat. Okay. 

Sure. Okay. 

He left them. 

Stef sat, her grandmother watching him walk away. 

She obviously disapproved. 

Then her eyes turned to her granddaughter, who was glowing. 

––––––––
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SO, STEF STARTED, TURNING in the car seat and looking at her grandmother. What do you think. 

What do I think of what. 

She told her grandmother. 

Oh...him. 

Stef didn’t like her tone. 

She didn’t want to press her. 

He’s good looking. 

Stef looked down, pulled her lips into her mouth, and breathed. 

Why. 

Just wondering. 

Is it serious. 

Stef looked at her grandmother. 

Tell me you’re just seeing him, that it’s not serious, that’s you’re just playing around with him, her grandmother said. Tell me that’s all it is. Hey, she said, grabbing her granddaughter’s soft hand. I’m looking out for you. Guys like that, guys like that, they don’t last. Not for long. When a better thing comes around... 

Stef lowered her head. 

She felt like crying. 

It would stop her, Stef thought. Wouldn’t it. Crying. 

I’m just...Stef, Stefanie, will you look at me. 

He’s a good man. 

And I’m a smart woman. I don’t want you to make the mistakes I made. Okay. Okay, her grandmother said, pressing. I want you to be with someone you love. All right. Him. I know what you’re thinking. How lucky you are. Of all people, he chose you. 

Stef’s breath stuttered. 

Can I tell you something. When I was your age—and I know things are different—but there are somethings...honey, he was gorgeous. You grandfather. But he was also a cheat. When I didn’t show him, and these are his words, “the respect I deserve,” he ghosted me. He found someone else. And I went from man to man, because none would show commitment. 

Mom’s told me the story. It’s how she... 

I know. No kid wants to be their parent. Especially one they don’t respect. 

Mom doesn’t respect you, Stef thought. 

Stef...Stefanie. 

She looked at her grandmother. 

I mean this from the bottom of my heart: find someone else. Someone who will talk to you. Someone who will make you think. Okay—okay, her grandmother said, pressing. 

Stefanie nodded. 

She could do nothing else. 

I mean it, her grandmother pressed. I really do. 

She turned a silver key, the car roaring. 

It shivered, too. 

Then it pulled away. 
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Where’d you get that from, her mother asked her. 

There was a silence. 

Although she got it from her newest boyfriend, Mark, she thought the comment odd, not to mention judgemental. 

Her mother broke the silence, saying, If you think I’m calling you stupid, I’m not, but if you do, it only proves how stupid you are. All I’m doing is asking a question. 

But your question assumes... 

It assumes nothing. I’ve known you for twenty years. I know you completely. Who told it to you. 

Stef was looking down. 

Mark, she said. 

And who’s Mark. Is he a teacher. 

No. 

A student. A man, a young man, Stefanie. Who is this man. Are you dating him. 

She waited. 

Stefanie, she said. Stefanie, are you dating him, this man with the pass-it-on opinion. 

The college student spoke. 

You’re going to have to speak up. I can’t hear you. 

Yes, she said, almost snapping. I’m dating him. 

Now how was that difficult. 

Her grandmother piped up. 

Maybe she wanted to keep it a secret, something close to the heart. 

Something like that, her mother said, shouldn’t be kept from your mother. I’ve told you about all of my boyfriends. Haven’t I. Haven’t I. 

Yes, you have. 

There’s nothing wrong about being in love. 

Maybe she doesn’t know, her grandmother said. 

That’s she’s in love. 

Mmm. 

How can’t you. The feeling’s unmistakeable. Are you. Are you in love. 

Stefanie was silent. 

Her mother pressed her. 

Stefanie could feel her red brick wall, a border reserved only for her mother, shudder, dust falling, the red brick cracking. 

Enough of this, her grandmother said. She doesn’t have to say. 

Sometimes it takes a while, I guess, to fall in love...with a man like him, this...Stefanie, does this man have a name. 

Mark. I told you. 

Her words, like her small hands, were shaking. 

If you did. If you did, I would’ve remembered. 

I told you. But I told you, Stefanie said weakly. 

Her mother moaned, Right, and crossed her legs. Anyway... 

––––––––
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IS THIS WHAT YOU WANTED to say, from the beginning, Mark asked her, as they stood in line, waiting to make a food order.  

Stefanie wanted to lie and tell him, No, it just came up. 

But for some reason, the truth wrapped around her well. 

Yes, she said. 

Were you afraid. Do I frighten you, he said as a joke. He paused. I’m just. I’m not. If I... 

It’s fine. 

You sure. 

Yes. 

Because if you’re not... 

I know. 

You can tell me always. 

Thank you. 

For what. 

She was silent, looking down and away. 

Hey. Hey. 

She looked at him. 

Of course I’ll meet her. He waited. Was that not the answer you were looking for. 

Just worried. 

She’s just a woman. Why. Is she more to you. This woman. 

She’s my grandmother. 

She raise you. 

Stef paused. No. But there were days. 

Just days. 

Maybe a week here and there. 

Forgive me me stating the obvious: But she means a lot to you, doesn’t she. 

She’s my guiding star. 

Mmm. True north—

Strong and free. 

Yes. I’ll meet her. Will I be meeting anyone else. 

My mother, maybe. 

Maybe. 

She’s been known to pick up another shift. 

What does she do again. 

She’s a nurse. 

One of God’s beautiful, little people. 

If you say so. 

You disagree. 

She considered her words. 

I know her too well. 

Mark smiled. 

He approached the counter and ordered. 

––––––––
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STEFANIE LOOKED AT a sharply dressed Mark, asking: 

You wear this for her but jeans and a t-shirt for me. 

What would she prefer. 

This. 

Here’s hoping. 

––––––––
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GRANDMA, THIS IS MARK. 

Mark Ford. 

They shook hands. 

Not Marcus. 

Not that I know of, Mark said, with a smile. But if you want to ask my parents, I can always text them. 

You’ve got an attitude. 

I just don’t like being asked stupid questions. 

If your name was Marcus. 

I would’ve said. 

I’m guessing you don’t have a middle name then. 

No. No I don’t. 

How does that make you feel. 

Not having a middle name. It’s a dagger to my heart. 

You’re dramatic, too. 

I’ve always liked a visual metaphor. 

As do I. Please. Come in. 

Thank you. 

Shoes off. 

Of course. 

––––––––
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HAVE I EVER TOLD YOU about the Equal Sentencing Act. 

No, Stef said. Why. What is it. 

Just a thought. 

Is it a wicked thought, her grandmother asked. 

He paused, his mouth open. 

No it isn’t. But it would change things. 

Really. How so. 

If it’s implemented. 

And how would it be implemented. 

I’d have to tell it to our country’s leader. 

They’re on Twitter, ain’t they. 

Yes. But I’m not. 

Is that because... 

Suspension. No. I hear bad things. 

So, what is this, this Equal Sentencing Act. 

Uh...men and women receive different sentences. 

When it comes to.... 

Crime. When it comes to crime. 

It’s the same about the races. 

Yes, they do. 

Please. The grandmother motioned with an open hand. Continue. 

Why do you think the races receive different sentences. You’re going to say racism. Aren’t you. 

Yes, I am. 

How do you change that. 

Be better. 

Not racist. 

Mmm. 

But can you. If you are, less racist.... 

Or not racist. 

Yes. And still get the same outcome. If our jails are populated... 

Some would say overpopulated. 

Some would. 

But not you. 

No. 

Why. 

He didn’t like her tone. Because. If they do most of the crime, they’re going to overpopulate our jail system. Yes. 

Well. 

How many of them are innocent but proven guilty. 

Well. 

My point exactly. Because there are more prone to...because they do most of your crime, our jail-able offences, it’s understandable that they’d—if they did more than one... 

If they have a sheet. 

Yes. If they have a sheet, they’d get...he waited with open arms. Well. 

A harsher sentence. 

And people who do...who don’t do, get less. Yes. 

Yes. 

Well the Equal Sentencing Act says, Why. Why is rape—and I’m pulling these numbers from my rear—five to twenty five years. What I’m saying is: If there was only one sentence, let’s say ten... 

For rape. 

Yes, for rape. I’m just... 

I know. Talking. 

Mmm. Everyone would receive, regardless of their sex... 

And race... 

The same sentence. If the judges lean, why rely on them, you know. 

Mmm. 

––––––––

[image: ]


STEFANIE, STANDING in the foyer, turned to her grandmother, who was looking through the main window, watching Mark recede into the darkness. 

So, what did you think. 

I think this pastry is delicious. 

I’m not... 

I know. Him. 

Mark. 

You’re asking about him. 

And. 

Does it matter. 

Yes, she said at last. It does. 

Stefanie, I don’t want you to hang this on me, okay. 

Sure. I’m not. I wasn’t. 

I was wrong. The last time. To tell you. 

I didn’t. Not because of you. 

Her grandmother looked at her. 

Really. 

Okay. If you say so... 

I do. And I say what I believe. 

Okay. 

You don’t believe me. 

No, I believe you. 

You’re just... 

Hesitating. I just want to be clear. 

Okay. I get you. I’m just. 

I know. Asking for an opinion. But some opinions carry a lot. They can also do a lot. 

I know. I know. 

He’s a keeper. 

Stef smiled and lifted her head up. 

He reminds me of my loving Fred. 

Her grandmother spun her wedding ring. 

It’s been on her finger for sixty years. 

Look at you. It meant a lot. Didn’t it. What I had to say. Liar. 

––––––––
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THIS IS SOME PLACE, Stefanie said, looking at his bachelor: a well-made bed, a swept floor, and dirty clothes piled in a white basket. 

It’s just a bachelor. 

It’s better than what I have. 

A dorm room. 

I guess anything’s better. 

Not anything. A bus for example. A street corner. 

True. Hey. Hey. She grabbed him and turned. 

They were kissing. 

He asked her. You good. 

Yeah. 

––––––––
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IN THE MORNING, SHE rose before him. 

She looked at her phone. 

She still had time. 

She stood, the white sheet flowing down her thin legs. 

She was dressing, pulling on her blue jeans. 

She paused, looked at her fingers and the rings, and took one, decorated with a small, shining diamond, placing it on her ring finger. 

She felt its effect and smiled. 

She gave him a look, then blew him a kiss. 
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Her grandmother looked at her doctor. How bad is it. 

He told her. 

Should I be doing anything. 

He breathed a heavy breath. 

That bad, huh. 

The next thing he told her shut her down. 

I guess the next thing I have to do is tell people. 

That would be best, her doctor told her. The sooner, the better, he continued. 

––––––––
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THEY SAT AROUND A BROWN table, a white lace sheet down the centre. 

As the grandmother stood, she grabbed her half-filled wine glass and tapped a fork against it. 

Her daughter and granddaughter looked at her. 

As she struggled to start... 

Her daughter piped up. 

Why don’t you just tell us the fact. 

I have cancer. 

She was shaking. 

Tears came. 

Mom. 

How bad is it. 

She told them. 

Is there a chance...of surviving. 

There has to be, her daughter said. There’s always... 

The grandmother bowed and was shaking her head, tears dropping between her wrinkled fingers. 

Her daughter brought a hand up, her fingertips touching her leaking eyes. 

Mom. 

I can’t. I can’t. 

Mom. 

––––––––
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TIME HAD PASSED. 

The grandmother looked at her daughter and her granddaughter. 
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